HENRY BRANDON reports on Washington reactions to the controversy 

All too distressing 


IT IS perhaps still too early to 
judge what will be the ultimate 
impact on American public 
opinion of the new crop of 
books casting doubt on the War- 
ren Commission’s findings. So 
far, the ferment is among 
small groups of intellectuals 
near university campuses. Most 
Americans seem already to 
have made up their minds that 
this is a closed case, too distress- 
ing, too disturbing to think 
again. And for the country at 
large, the assassination litera- 
ture is too sophisticated, too 
complicated, too tenuous and 
too inconclusive. 

The press discussion of the 
books is so far almost entirely 
limited to the literary pages. 
All important publications have 
given them extensive reviews, 
mostly written by competent 
and responsible men and the 
majority confirming that the 
books left them with reasonable 
doubts about the Warren Com- 
mission’s conclusions. 

Two reviews aroused more 
attention than the others. One 
by Richard N. Goodwin, be- 
cause he- ended up by suggest- 
ing that an “ independent group 
should look at the charges and 
determine w'hether the Commis- 
sion investigation was so defec- 
tive that another inquiry is 
necessary,” and because as a 
friend of Senator Robert 
Kennedy some assumed that he 
may have offered this conclusion 
after consultation wdth the 
Senator. The other w'as in 
the New York Review of Books, 
w'hich offered its own rather 
far-fetched conspiracy theory. 

In one or two publications 
much was made of a mysterious 


disappearance of a collection of 
X-rays and photographs w'hieh 
allegedly had remained hidden 
for three years. In fact, the 
Warren Commission did inspect 
the X-ray plates on the basis 
of w'hich the autopsy was made. 
It is correct that the Commis- 
sion could never get itseli some- 
how to ask for the photographs 
of the President’s multilated 
body for some sort of human 
inhibitions and because it was 
thought that they could not 
offer any new additional evi- 
dence beyond that gleaned from 
the X-rays. Also they do exist 
and they are, I believe, in 
Senator Robert Kennedy’s pos- 
session. 

But off the literary pages, 
among the public at large, and 
even at Washington • dinner 
tables (which normally thrive 
on controversy) the subject has 
gained little momentum. Ameri- 
cans find it difficult to con- 
ceive of some sort of a great 
conspiracy behind the assassina- 
tion. This is not the way their 
mind works. The rational is 
closer to it than the irrational 
and furthermore historic pre- 
cedent favours the madman 
rather than the conspirator. 

But apart from these psycho- 
logical reasons there is also the 
commanding one, that none of 
these private investigators — in 
the positive sense of finding an 
alternative theory to fit the facts 
— has been able to open up any- 
thing more than conjectures 
and mostly tenuous ones, how- 
ever disturbing. I therefore 
doubt whether, on the basis of 
what has been written so far, 
the ca.se will be reopened. 

Mr Goodwin says that the re- 


action to his- proposal for a 
reinvestigation has been mainly 
among a limited circle of intel- 
lectuals. He also says that he 
never showed his review to 
Robert Kennedy, or that he con- 
sulted him about it, though I 
would not be surprised if the 
Kennedy family did not regret 
the fact that all these various 
doubts have arisen. 

Some of the Commission 
members readily admit flaws and 
loopholes in the Report, also 
thatthey had grave doubts about 
some of the theories developed. 
Senator Russell and Senator 
Cooper, both commission mem- 
bers, did • not believe, for 
instance, that the same bullet 
hit the President and Governor 
Connally, yet at the same time 
they could not unearth proof 
of an alternative. 

A new official inquiry would 
need either a move by the Pre- 
sident or a Congressional resolu- 
tion and there is no public 
pressure for either. Nor is there 
a likelihood of a member of the 
Kennedy family to take the 
initiative. Both Robert and 
Edward Kennedy still believe 
that the conclusions reached by 
the Warren Commission are 
valid. An outside group of ex- 
perts would not have much of a 
chance because it would lack 
the power to compel witnesses 
to testify and to subpoena docu- 
ments. Therefore unless a new 
witness with some new con- 
fessions opening up new clues 
or confirming some of . the cur- 
rent theories turns up, this case 
will — at least in the minds of 
some — rank as the greatest un- 
resolved murder mystery of all 
time. 


